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LIBERAL ARTS ON THE FLORIDA FRONTIER:
THE FOUNDING OF ROLLINS COLLEGE,
1885-1890
by JACK C. LANE*
in its particulars, the founding of Rollins
A College inunique
1885 strongly resembled the formation and esLTHOUGH

tablishment of liberal arts colleges throughout the nineteenth
century. Three forces-educational denominationalism, community boosterism, and real estate entrepreneurism-converged
during the century to create a mania of indiscriminate collegebuilding that produced as many as 700 institutions by the be1
ginning of the Civil War. Founded in the waning years of the
“ages of colleges,” Rollins fits this nineteenth-century pattern.
It was the Congregational Church that established Rollins in the
small frontier town of Winter Park, Florida. The local citizens
provided most of the funds, and the major land developers of
the area supplied the leadership. Rollins’s founders were northeasterners who hoped to recreate a New England-type college
with a classical liberal arts curriculum and high admission
standards. As with most other similar endeavors of the period,
Rollins’s founding fathers were faced with the almost insuperable task of fitting such a traditional institution into a frontier
environment.
Of the several protestant denominations that organized in
Florida after the Civil War, none was more active than the
Congregational Church. By 1880, the Congregationalists had
established thirteen churches in north and central Florida, and
three years later formed the General Congregational Association
of Florida. The first topic discussed in the Association’s initial
meeting was the need to found a college in Florida. A commit*
1.
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tee was appointed to survey educational conditions of Florida
and to present a report at the next annual meeting. 2
It is not clear whether the committee ever studied the Florida
educational system, but if it had, its report would not have been
encouraging. It would have shown that there were only eight
county high schools, with meager course offerings and short
sessions. The state had established three academies to prepare
young men and women for college; the East Florida Seminary
at Gainesville, Florida Agricultural College at Lake City, and
the West Florida Seminary at Tallahassee. One observer described
the public schools-elementary and high schools-as “running
from two to five months per year with little classification and
wholly inadequate facilities.” Most of the “crackers or poor whites
cannot read. Forty-five of every one hundred voters in the sixteen
southern states are illiterate and Florida is one of the most
illiterate.“ 3
There were several private academies scattered throughout
the state, including a Baptist school at DeLand, one supported
by the Christian Church at Starke, and Catholic schools in St.
Augustine, Tampa, Key West, and Jacksonville. 4 There was no
real institution of higher learning in Florida in 1884. The state
provided just the kind of virgin educational territory that appealed to the Congregationalists’ sense of mission. Religious
leaders who planned to change these conditions formed the
membership of the Florida Congregational Association.
As a way of presenting a report to the Association, the education committee persuaded the newly-arrived Reverend Mr.
Edward P. Hooker, pastor of Winter Park Congregational Church,
to prepare a paper for the 1885 annual meeting on the subject of
Florida education. 5 Hooker, a descendent of the famous colonial
minister, Thomas Hooker, had come to Florida under the
auspices of the Home Missionary Society. 6
When he arrived in early 1884 with his large family, he found
“Minutes of the Annual Meeting of the General Congregational Association of Florida, 1884,” Copy in Rollins College Archives (hereinafter
cited as “Minutes,“ G.C.A.F.).
Edward Hooker to Noah Porter, September 1, 1885, R. C. Archives.
George Gary Bush, History of Education in Florida (Washington, 1889),
50-54.
“Minutes,” G.C.A.F., 1885.
“Biographical Sketch,” ms., Hooker Presidential Papers, R. C. Archives.
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no churches at all in Winter Park. He held union services in a
hall over the hamlet’s only store until a church building was
ready. In addition to preaching union services, Hooker spent
several Sunday afternoons administering the gospel to outlying
rural areas. Through these trips on horseback, he became
familiar, in his daughter’s words, with “the strange pioneer
world to which he had come, so different from the long established order of New England.“ 7 She recalls him speaking of
the crudeness and ignorance prevailing throughout the countryside, and how he worried that the church was not playing its
proper educational role in “building a wholesome order” in
central Florida. The invitation to speak on Florida education at
the 1885 Association meeting gave him the opportunity to
express his concern not only with the deplorable state of education in the area, but also to remind the church of its historic
educational mission. His paper, “The Mission of Congregationalism in Florida,” summarized what he called the church’s “mission
of Christian education,” documented the historical collegebuilding tradition of the Congregational Church, and in a more
practical vein, argued that without educational opportunities
for their children, families of the North would not come to
Florida. He finished with a rhetorical flourish: “The outlook
is grand and glorious. A few of us stand on these early heights of
new time. We love the State to which we have come; these genial
skies, these clear, sparkling lakes, the souls of the people who
dwell among the forests. We rejoice in the privilege of laying
the foundations for the future. Has not the hour struck for the
courage, wisdom and devotion of our Fathers?“ 8 He pleaded for
his brother Congregationalists to found a Christian College and
inaugurate it at once.
Moved by this powerful exhortation, the Association appointed a committee to consider Hooker’s proposal. The following day, January 29, 1885, the committee reported that it agreed
with Dr. Hooker that the time had come “to take initiatory steps
toward the founding of an institution for higher education in
the state of Florida.” To accomplish this end, the committee
recommended that another group be appointed to receive “in7. Elizabeth Hooker, “Edward Hooker,” ms., R. C. Archives.
8. Thomas Hooker, “The Mission of Congregationalism in Florida,” ms.,
Hooker Presidential Papers, R. C. Archives.
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ducements” for the location of the college and at the appropriate time present the inducements to a special meeting of the
Association which would then select the “most suitable location.” The proposal was accepted. A committee was appointed,
including Dr. Hooker and Frederick W. Lyman of Winter Park,
the Reverend S. F. Gale of Jacksonville, the Reverend C. M.
Bingham of Daytona Beach, and R. C. Termain of Mount Dora.
The historic initial step had been taken; denominationalism
had sparked the process of college-building on the Florida
frontier. 9
The news that the Congregational Association planned to
found a college was initially received with some scepticism in
other parts of Florida. But within a week, newspapers were
spreading the word that the Association was “in earnest” in its
determination to build a “first-class college.“ 10 An Orange
County weekly paper reported that assurances had been received “from northern friends to the undertaking that important
pecuniary aid” was forthcoming. 1 1 The Jacksonville Times-Union,
the most widely circulated newspaper in the state, was even more
optimistic. The Congregational Association, it declared, “has the
means to carry out its plans and the school would doubtless, if
located in a centre of population and wealth, be a credit to the
Association, and the state, and a great boon to our young
people who cannot afford to go to Yale or Harvard.“ 12
These assurances, combined with the news that a committee
was prepared to receive inducements for the location of the
college, caused an outburst of community boosterism. Editors
and promoters, religious and secular, moved to awaken their
communities to the “great advantages to be derived from the
presence of such an institution.“ 13 Daytona was spurred to action
by Congregational leaders. Businessmen and land promoters in
Mount Dora began accumulating inducements. Dr. Nathan
Burrows, later a charter teacher and trustee at the new college,
led the activity in Orange City.
Jacksonville, however, appeared to have a distinct advantage
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

“Minutes,” G.C.A.F., 1885.
Orlando Orange County Reporter, February 12, 1885.
Ibid., February 19, 1885.
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, April 5, 1885.
Ibid.
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over all other aspirants. With a population of almost 8,000 and
a thriving river port, it was the center of economic activity in
the state. Moreover, its cause was led by the most prominent
churchman in the state, the Reverend S. F. Gale, director of the
Florida Home Missionary Society. Finally, the state’s most influential newspaper was published in Jacksonville and its editor
was quite aggressive in his advocacy. In an editorial printed in
early April 1885, he minced no words in his boosterism: “Here
is a chance for our Jacksonville property-holders to make a
point. They can get this school here if they will do as several
places in South and Central Florida propose doing, give lands
and money to the enterprise. . . . Colleges cannot be bought
ready-made like saw-mills and cotton-gins. They are the slow
growth of years and they never flourish except in centres of
population. . . . If the Congregational Association want [sic] to
build up a flourishing and influential school their best plan is
to locate it here in Jacksonville, where the population is dense
and where from eighty thousand to one hundred thousand northern people annually come in search of pleasure and health. Many
of these people have young men and women they are educating. . . . The school would be under the eyes of thousands of
wealthy people and doubtless get large volunteer donations far
its support. It is utterly useless to locate colleges in out-of-theway places, and in sparsely settled communities. Scholastic
studies are no longer pursued in monkish cells, or in the solitude of caves and mountain vastnesses.“ 14
There was logic and common sense in the editor’s argument,
but it was historically incorrect. “Sparsely settled,” “out-of-theway” places so disparaged by the editor were precisely the locations of most liberal arts colleges in the nineteenth century, and,
as it turned out, that was one important reason why Jacksonville
would not be chosen. The future of the city was not dependent
for its identity an establishing a college. With or without an
institution of higher learning Jacksonville would grow and
prosper and its citizens could not be mobilized with cries of
desperation. But for Jacksonville’s competition a college could
very well provide the key to its destiny. Daytona was a small
village of a few hundred people; Mount Dora and Orange City
14. Ibid.
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Health, Culture, Greatness,
Fine Estates, Stately Pines.
Orange Groves, Order,
Progressive Spirit,
Two Railroads,
High Land,
Beauty,
Pure water,
Good Sidewalks,
A Park-Like Town.
Many Delightful Lakes,
Mild and Even Climate,
Thrifty Oaks,. Electric Lights,
Fine Golf Links, Shaded Ave’s.

-

-

-

-

Winter Park, Florida.
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were small inland communities with no distinguishing features.
But perhaps the most obscure, the most “out-of-the-way,” of
all places submitting proposals was little Winter Park near Orlando. In 1885 it was an area covered largely with pine forests
and a few orange groves. A sawmill on the shores of Lake Virginia (the present college site) provided the settlement with
rough lumber. The village consisted of 131 families, two general
stores, a town hall, a public school, a small hotel, a Congregational Church, and a depot beside a narrow-gauge railroad
running daily from Sanford to Orlando. In terms of size, few
communities could have been more desperate for an identity
than Winter Park. 15
On April 14, 1885, the Association held a special meeting in
Mount Dora to receive the inducement proposals from Jacksonville, Mount Dora, Orange City, Daytona, and Winter Park. 16
Mount Dora offered a ten-acre wooded lot on Lake Dora, cash,
lumber, and over 700 acres of land for a total of $35,564. Daytona offered $20,000 and an oceanfront site. Jacksonville only
offered $13,000 and land for a site, forcing its spokesman to spend
most of his time extolling the advantages of locating the college
near a population center. When Orange City submitted the paltry
sum of $10,000, Frederick Lyman, representing Winter Park, knew
that he had victory within his grasp. He later described the drama
at the meeting when it came time for Winter Park to make its
presentation: “As one proposal after another was read it became
evident to me who alone knew what our subscription was-that
other towns were hopelessly distanced and I was correspondingly elated but managed to maintain a calm exterior, perhaps
even to assume an aspect of gloom, which was misleading. When
my turn came and I presented the pledge from Winter Park. . . ,
about $125,000, there was consternation and deep despair on
many faces.“ 17 Three days later at Orange City, the Association
15.

William F. Blackman, History of Orange County, Florida, Narrative and
Biographical (DeLand, Florida, 1927), 167-71.
16. “Minutes, Special Meeting,” G.C.A.F., April, 1885.
17. Frederick Lyman, “Early Days of Rollins,” Rollins College Bulletin
(October, 1911). See also Harvey Kitchell, “Diary,” R. C. Archives.
Actually Lyman’s figures were slightly exaggerated. The total was
$114,180. It included $9,585, campus location; $23,950, cash; $25,000,
stock in Winter Park Company; $50,000, gift from Alonzo Rollins;
and $5,645, other funds.
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voted unanimously to locate the new college at Winter Park. 18
The unanimous vote of the Association did not satisfy everyone. Some were skeptical of Winter Park’s ability to raise that
much money. Others still believed that Winter Park was an
unsuitable location. With obvious bitterness the South Florida
Times of Orange City continued to maintain that the college’s
chosen site was “surrounded by swamps and about nine months
out of the year the hooting owls hoot to the few families that
will forever be the only inhabitants.“ 19 The Jacksonville paper
admitted that the site was probably acceptable, but argued that
large sums of money would be thrown away “in building a
school-house where there are not enough pupils to fill it. 20 On
the other hand, Orlando’s Orange City Reporter was almost
lyrical in its approval: “The moral atmosphere [of Winter Park],
is as pure as the breezes from the crystal lakes and the scenery
of the sort to assist in the development of the moral and good
in the nature of the pupils.“ 21 The Sanford Herald provided a
rebuttal to the attackers. Jacksonville and its editor had no right
to complain because in a fair competitive bidding, the whole
city could not produce as much as a single citizen in Winter Park.
“A magnificent bid of over $100,000,” the paper declared, “is not
to be weighed against the pitiful offer of Jacksonville of a building site with a sum of money in just about a sufficient amount to
buy a bell.” Jacksonville therefore hardly had reason to complain when “a more enterprising community captures an influential institution by reason of its superior public spirit and
liberality.” Jacksonville and the other communities were simply
“out-boostered” by a little frontier village. 22
When the euphoria of college-founding had worn off, the
weight of college-building descended upon those who took responsibility for it. Lyman later captured the morning-after sentiments: “What a simple thing it seemed that night to build a
college. The enthusiastic company in and about the little storyand-a-half cottage could almost see the completed buildings in a
stately grouping on the beautiful campus thronged with eager
students. [What they] could not see was the strain and stress, the
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

“Minutes, Special Meeting,” G.C.A.F., 1885.
Orange City South Florida Times, April 22, 1885.
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, April 21, 1885.
Orlando Orange County Reporter, April 23, 1885.
Sanford Herald, April 27, 1885.
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burden of anxiety and debt, the days and nights of struggle for
existence, the sorrow and travail of the years ahead.“ 23 On April
28, the trustees adopted a constitution and by-laws. The constitution, or charter, provided that the corporation name be Rollins
College, after for its major benefactor, Alonzo Rollins, that it be
located in Winter Park, and that “Its object, which shall never
be changed, shall be the Christian education of youth and to
this end it proposes to provide for its students the best educational facilities possible and throw about them those Christian
influences which will be adopted to restrain them from evil and
prepare them for a virtuous, happy and useful life.”
The college would establish preparatory, industrial, normal
and collegiate departments, and any professional or graduate
education “as present or future exigencies may require.” The
charter also vested the government and management of the
college in a president, vice-president, secretary, treasurer, and
auditor. The by-laws created a five-member executive committee
of the trustees to “transact any ordinary business during the
interval between the regular meetings” of the trustees. The
by-laws further established a faculty, comprised of professors,
tutors, and a president. The faculty, headed by the president,
was made responsible for governing the institution, determining
admission standards, and devising a curriculum, except that in
the latter case, it must include “a classical course which shall
include extensive attention to the liberal arts.” The faculty was
also given responsibility for rules and regulations of student
conduct and “for promoting in the highest degrees their health
and decorum, their mental, moral and spiritual welfare, giving
the institution, as far as possible, parental influence and the
atmosphere of a Christian home.” Finally, the by-laws required
that members of both the trustees and the faculty to proclaim
connection with some evangelical church. The incorporators
then elected Frederick Lyman, president; C. M. Bingham, vicepresident; A. W. Rollins, treasurer; Nathan Barrows, auditor;
S. D. Smith, secretary; and Edward Hooker, president of the
faculty. 24 The plan was to open the college the following October.
23. Lyman, “Early Days.”
24. “Minutes of Rollins College Board of Trustees, April 28, 1885,” R. C.
Archives (hereinafter cited as Minutes, R. C. Trustees).
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As that day neared, it was realized that the classroom and
dormitory buildings, still under construction, would not be
finished in time. Students were registering in surprisingly large
numbers. Orlando, one of the founders wrote, sent “big delegations almost every day,” but as late as the middle of October
the college officers still had no place to house or teach them. 25
Loring Chase, one of the founders, later acknowledged that
as opening day approached he and President Hooker were at
their “wits end.” Two weeks before opening, the two men began
searching in Winter Park for temporary rooms and classroom
space. On the eve of opening day, Chase wrote Lyman that
things were “fairly fixed,” and that White’s Hall above Ergood’s
grocery store would serve for classes. The Larrabee house at
Morse Boulevard and New York Avenue would serve as the boys
dormitory, and the Ward Cottage on Osceola near the college
would house the girls. 26
There were yet other serious problems. The partitions in
White’s Hall had been constructed at such a late hour that the
plastered walls were not dry and “it was not deemed prudent to
go in there.” Chase suggested that since the Congregational
Church had no pews, simply boards set on small barrels, it
could serve as a temporary classroom. Hooker agreed, and as
Chase described it: “Tonight as I write (10 p.m.), our whole
force of carpenters is there setting up desks and partitions.”
Sometime in the late evening hours they finished, and the spare
little gothic building was ready for Rollins’s first classes. 27
Opening day, November 4, 1885, according to the Orange
County Reporter, was a “typical Florida fall day, with sunny
skies and mild temperatures.” An exciting air of activity pervaded the little village when promptly at 9:00 a.m. the Congregational Church bell pealed the beginning of a new era. In addition
to the sixty-six students and five teachers, twenty friends of the
institution had gathered for the opening ceremonies. After the
audience sang a hymn, there was a prayer and a few brief remarks from President Hooker. After the Reverend Sullivan F.
Gale’s “interesting address,” Hooker called the roll of students
25. Loring Chase to Frederick Lyman, November 3, 1885, Chase Scrapbook,
R. C. Archives.
26. Chase Scrapbook, R. C. Archives.
27. Ibid.
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present and formally announced the beginning of classes. The
South Florida Sentinel expressed the common sentiment on that
fall day: “Joy to the Park, the school’s begun!” 28
The curriculum that Hooker and the charter professors devised for the college reflected prevailing educational conditions.
It revealed a mixture of traditional liberal arts, bold responses
to changing education patterns and, like other colleges beginning
in the nineteenth century, the practical needs of a frontier community. The first prospectus proclaimed that because Rollins
College was dedicated to meeting “the great and diversified educational needs of Florida,” its program of study would include
four departments:
1. The Collegiate Department, with its course of highest
standard in the ancient classics, in modern languages,
in mathematics and physics.
2. The Preparatory Department, which must do important
work for the present, at least, in fitting students for the
College.
3. The Training Department for teachers, which will
instruct those who would teach in public schools and
elsewhere. To this end children will be received into
this Department and placed under the instruction of
Normal students.
4. Industrial Training Department, in which the young
ladies and gentlemen of other Departments can choose
some useful line of practical industry and while the
mind is cultivated can obtain exercise and can acquire
knowledge and skill in the industrial arts. 29
The collegiate department was set off from the other areas by
two major factors: first, admission requirements to the department were exceptionally high. Students entering the collegiate
department were required to have studied Latin grammar, four
books of Caesar, six orations of Cicero, six books of Virgil’s
Aeneid, Jones’s Latin Prose Composition, translation of Latin at
sight, three books of Anabasis, three books of Homer’s Iliad,
Herodotus, Greek prose composition, translation of Greek at
sight, Chardenal’s first and second courses in French, Corneille’s
28. Orlando Orange County Reporter, November 5, 1885; Orlando South
Florida Sentinel, November 11, 1885.
29. Annual Catalogue of Rollins College, 1888, R. C. Archives (hereinafter
cited as R. C. Catalogue).
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Le Cid, Victor Hugo’s Hernani, arithmetic, metric system, Wentworth’s Complete Algebra, Wentworth’s Plane Geometry, physical
geography, elementary rhetoric, United States history, Roman and
Greek history, life and mythology, and ancient and modern
geography. Candidates for admission to the scientific course from
other preparatory schools had to pass a satisfactory examination
in all the studies required for admission to the classical course,
except Greek, and in Guyot’s Earth and Man, civil government,
outlines of history, and ancient, medieval, and English
history. 30
The second characteristic of the collegiate department was
that it alone awarded bachelor’s degrees. Graduates from the
other departments received certificates of graduation. By reserving the bachelor degree solely for the collegiate department, the
college was maintaining the prestige of a liberal arts education,
but it almost certainly guaranteed a low enrollment. With no
high schools or private academies in the immediate area or with
very few even in the state, few students could meet such high
requirements. Those that could probably resided in the Northeast where old established colleges were readily available.
Thus, in an effort to achieve respectability, Rollins, as had
other frontier colleges, had reproduced the traditional classical
curriculum, “on the Yale model,” with its stringent requirements,
and in the process had created for itself a serious dilemma: few
local students could meet the requirements, but the college could
not reduce them to meet local needs for fear of being considered
a substandard institution. Therefore, the college retained the
impossibly high requirements and then attempted to solve the
dilemma in two ways: first, it attached a preparatory department
to the college structure and frankly announced that its purpose
was to prepare students for the college; second, it made an appeal
to northeastern students who were prepared for college but
whose health required them to spend “a considerable portion of
the year in a more genial climate to pursue their studies, and at
the same time conform their health.“ 31 If this scheme had
succeeded, and it did not, Rollins might have been a college
of convalescents.
30. Ibid.
31. Ibid.
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For obvious reasons, the board trustees set the cost of education at Rollins at the lowest possible level. The 1886 catalog
established rates for a twelve-week term:
Collegiate department tuition .....................................
Preparatory department tuition ..................................
Training department tuition .......................................
board .................................................................................
and furnished room, with lights ................................

$18.00
12.00
9.00
48.00
12.00

Each student was required to bring two pairs of sheets for single
beds, two pillow cases, two blankets, a comforter, towels, and
table napkins. The total annual cost for a boarding college
student was $231, and for boarding preparatory and sub-preparatory students a little less. Two years later, 1887, the college
lowered this already low cost by reducing board charges to
$36.00, almost a thirty per cent decrease. 32
These charges were far below the cost of running the institution. But again, Rollins was not unlike other private liberal arts
colleges at this time. The bulk of Rollins’s expenses were met by
private donations, but these were usually never enough to cover
real costs. Under these conditions, the trustees had a choice of
two alternatives: they could charge the students to make up the
difference or they could place the burden on the faculty. The
decision was to establish student rates at the lowest possible level
and to make up the difference between income and costs by
paying the faculty significantly lower salaries than any of their
contemporary professionals. From the over $20,000 collected in
student fees during the first year at Rollins, less than one-fifth
was allotted for faculty salaries. Only President Hooker was paid
as much as $1,000 per year. 33
Of the original sixty students, only two, Clara Louise Guild
and Ida May Misseldine, enrolled in the college. The rest were
scattered through the preparatory and sub-preparatory departments. These enrollments were revealing because they indicate
the gap between the collegiate way and Florida’s educational resources, and also show prevailing community requirements.
32. Ibid., 1886.
33. “Minute Book of the Board of Trustees, Executive Committee,” Vol. I,
1887, R. C. Archives.
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What the community needed was quality elementary and high
schools. Yet, what it received was a college with a preparatory
and sub-preparatory schools attached, the latter two created to
meet not the community’s but the college’s needs. All departments, including preparatory, were supposed to be appendages
to the collegiate department. In fact, for almost four decades
after the founding of the college the reverse was true. The
appendages prospered while the college barely limped along
with only a few students. Ten years after its founding, the
college claimed a total of thirty-four students while the other
departments reported 139, and this ratio in 1896 was one of
the highest. Significantly, the preparatory departments carried
the college during its infancy and years of early growth until in
the mid-1920s, when it had matured sufficiently to function without them.
The founders of the college believed that the institution
would appeal to a national constituency, but in the first decade
it remained primarily a local college. Students from outside the
state enrolled, but the majority listed their residences as Florida,
and even in this group most were from central Florida. 34 Many
were within walking distance of the college, but a significant
number used the South Florida Railroad for transportation to
and from the classes. In September 1885, the college reached an
agreement with the railroad, whereby the company issued “school
tickets” allowing children attending Rollins to ride at a reduced
rate: under twelve, one-half cent per mile, over twelve, one cent
per mile. Thus, the charge for a round trip from Sanford was
twenty-four cents. This was a reasonable rate, but riding the train
made for a long day. It ran only twice a day between Sanford
and Orlando, arriving in Orlando at 7 a.m. and leaving for
Sanford at 6 p.m. when it was on time, which, according to the
students, was hardly ever. 35
On March 9, 1886, the trustees dedicated Knowles Hall, a
two-story structure containing rooms for recitation classes and a
hall capable of seating 300 people for chapel services, exhibitions,
and entertainments. Exercises began at 3 p.m. with music, prayers,
34. The states were Alabama, Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Massachusetts,
Minnesota, Mississippi, New York, Ohio, South Carolina, Vermont, and
Virginia.
35. Orlando South Florida Sentinel, September 15, 1885.
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and speeches, the principal speaker being Albert J. Russell,
Florida Superintendent of Schools. Frederick Lyman, president
of the corporation, again displayed his flair for business dramatics. After formally presenting the keys of Knowles Hall to
President Hooker, Lyman used the occasion to raise a sizable
sum of money. Pinehurst, the new dormitory, needed furnishing,
he told the audience, but no money seemed forthcoming. The
trustees had spent many hours puzzling how to finance a boys’
dormitory and furnish the girls’ cottage with appropriate furniture. At the last moment, Lyman declared a solution had appeared. Just before the dedication ceremonies he had been
handed a note from Francis Knowles, the principal donor of the
recitation hall, stating that if sufficient funds were subscribed at
this meeting to furnish thirty-four rooms of the girls’ cottage at
$60.00 per room, he promised to finance the men’s cottage. The
ploy, if it were a ploy, worked magnificently. Within fifteen
minutes patrons donated enough funds to furnish Pinehurst.
Hooker suggested that the audience sing “Praise God From
Whom All Blessing Flow,” but someone should have suggested
a short hymn to Lyman’s ingenuity, if not his disingenuousness. 36
Before the year was over, two more buildings had been constructed on the campus. Lakeside Cottage, the men’s dormitory,
was completed in time for the 1886-1887 school year at a cost
of over $10,000 and the dining hall, also a gift of Knowles, costing over $7,000, was finished in the fall of 1887. Until the completion of the dining hall, students took their meals in a small
lean-to kitchen attached to the south end of Pinehurst. Meals
were served in two bedrooms on the west end of the first floor. 37
When the college built a dining hall, described as a “bright,
cheerful building with a kitchen in the rear,” the former kitchen
became the library.
Thus, by the end of 1887, Rollins, with four imposing
buildings located on the east side of the horseshoe shaped commons, had indeed begun to resemble an institution of higher
education. The building of these four structures represented a
significant feat for the college’s first president, but incredibly he
managed two more. In 1891, with funds gathered from a variety
36. Orlando Orange County Reporter, November 11, 1886; Chase Scrapbook;
Address by William O’Neal, February 25, 1935, R. C. Archives.
37. Frederick Lewton, “Autobiography,” ms., R. C. Archives.
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of sources, the college was able to construct another larger
women’s dormitory, placed on the horseshoe opposite Knowles
Hall. Men were now housed in Pinehurst, which, along with
Lakeside, gave the college two men’s dorms. Finally, with money
donated by Frederick Lyman, the college constructed a gymnasium, placing it on the lake between Lakeside and the dining
hall. Lyman Gymnasium contained a fifty-by-seventy exercise
room, and an inside gallery guarded by an ornately decorated
ballastrade. This building gave the college a full-fledged campus,
complete with classrooms, dormitories, dining hall, and gymnasium. A graphic in the 1892 catalog, though somewhat misleading in its placement of the buildings on the campus, nevertheless correctly gave the feeling of permanence to the fledgling
little college. 38
Academic and social life in the early years at Rollins very
much resembled life in other contemporary schools. As one early
student later recalled, the term “gay nineties” was a misnomer,
at least in the academic world. College life at Rollins, she noted,
was “sober and sedate.“ 39 Most all teachers were remembered as
“strong disciplinarians,” as well they might be for pedagogy at
the time assumed that the mind had to be disciplined in order
to absorb knowledge. Thus, learning was a matter of hard work.
Like physical training, academic endeavor required vigorous
exertion that few would describe as pleasurable. Recitation was
the principal pedagogical method for exercising the mind, and
Rollins’s professors almost invariably employed it in their classrooms. Recitation, wrote Latin professor L. A. Austin in the
college catalog, “is an excellent discipline for the mental
faculties” because it demands “accuracy in things.” The study
of Greek, declared Professor John Ford, gives students skill in
forming “such mental habits as exact observation and generalization as will be of value to him in all intellectual work.” The
“topical method of recitation” was employed in history courses
while German literature would be “read and committed to
memory.“ 40
The science courses offered a welcome relief from the routine
of recitation. The instructor, Eva J. Roots, required some recita38. R. C. Catalogue, 1892.
39. Lois Parker Meyers, “Rollins in 1889,” ms., R. C. Archives.
40. R. C. Catalogue, 1892.
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tion from textbooks in botany, zoology, physiology, and astronomy, but she also encouraged much “hands-on” work; dissection, work with mannequins and charts, and use of microscope and telescope, the latter given to the college by George
Rollins, the brother of Alonzo. As Root noted in the catalog, at
every opportunity students were given “the advantages of practical
work.” One of Root’s students later praised her for opening the
“scientific world of plants and animals that most of us had known
only superficially.“ 41
Perhaps the most innovative practitioner of the new methods
was Thomas R. Baker, who was hired by Hooker in 1891.
Although retired from Pennsylvania State University, at the age
of fifty-three Baker was still an energetic, exciting teacher. But
for its location, Rollins could not have attracted such an outstanding educator and scholar in the prime of his teaching.
Baker had already established a national reputation as a teacher
of the experimental method with the publication of his book,
Elements of Physics, and his use of it in the classroom brought
a freshness to teaching of science. The object of the experimental
method, Baker wrote in the catalog, was “not only to fix in the
minds of pupils the facts that are presented them, but to teach
them how to use this method to the best advantage.” He introduced a course entitled “Practical Chemistry” that was “designed
to give students a more practical knowledge of chemistry than
can be gained by merely studying the theory of the subject.”
Science was still relatively new to the classical curriculum, and
its methods of instruction were considered inappropriate for the
more traditional courses. It would be years before the Rollins
catalog would show any significant changes in pedagogical
methods. 42
The college established and maintained a fairly rigid code of
behavior for all boarding students. In December 1885 the faculty
submitted a list of student rules and regulations. Rules for religious observances headed the list. Without exception, students
were required to attend Sunday church services at the church
of their choice, but actually in the early years the choices were
limited to the Congregational, Episcopal, and Methodist
41. Lewton, “Autobiography.”
42. R. C. Catalogue, 1892; Thomas R. Baker, “Reminiscences of Rollins,”
ms.. R. C. Archives.
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churches. 43 Students were also confined to their rooms on Sunday
mornings for the purpose of studying their Sunday school lessons.
Finally, daily morning devotionals, usually conducted by President Hooker, were made mandatory for all students.
Study time was considered an important part of academic
life. Study hours were set at 8:30 a.m. to 12 noon, from 1:30 p.m.
to 4:30 p.m., and in the evening from 7:00 to 9:00. During
these study hours, students were not allowed to visit in each
other’s rooms, though after nine o’clock in the evening they
had thirty minutes for socializing before lights went out at 10:00.
Between study hours on Friday evenings, gentlemen were permitted to make calls at the parlor rooms of the ladies cottage for
two hours. Gentlemen were also given the opportunity to escort
young ladies to church on Sunday, provided they returned
directly to the campus afterward. After much debate the faculty,
in 1889, agreed to allow boys and girls to exercise together during
gymnastics, but this Victorian generation was anxious to lower
the levels of temptation by keeping the sexes separated. 44 The
men were convinced that the policy applied to the dorms also.
They determined that the Cloverleaf cottage was divisible by
three: the college put all the pretty girls on the third floor out
of reach of the boys, all the middling girls on the second floor,
and on the first it placed girls “whose faces protected them.“ 45
Several nineteenth-century vices were absolutely forbidden.
The greatest of these evils was alcohol, and, of course, Rollins
students could not possess or use liquor either on campus or in
the vicinity. The college faced an early moral dilemma on this
matter, after the Winter Park Company built the Seminole
Hotel. The hostelry sold liquor, and the college held stock in
the company. One trustee was annoyingly persistent in pointing
out this moral inconsistency until finally the trustees corrected
it: they retired the complaining trustee. 46 Rollins students were
also forbidden to use tobacco “on campus, on the streets, or in
the vicinity” of the college. Card playing was prohibited since
it was a “sedentary game unsuitable for students and tending
43. Thomas Hooker to Martha Weld, July 19, 1891, Hooker Letterbook,
R. C. Archives.
44. “Minutes of the Rollins College Faculty,” Book I, 1889, R. C. Archives.
45. Henry B. Mowbray, “Youthful Days in Florida,” ms., R. C. Archives.
46. “Minute Book of the Board of Trustees,” Vol. I, 1890. See also Stephen
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toward immorality.” Other forbidden acts included loitering at
the railway station on Sunday, throwing water on beds, stealing,
keeping firearms, using profanity, and keeping a dirty room. 47
Demerits were issued for an infraction of these rules and
weighed according to the college’s perception of their importance.
Absence from Sunday service and from class drew two demerits
each; from Sunday school, study hours, and for tardiness, one
demerit each. Eight demerits in one term resulted in a reprimand,
twelve, a letter to the parents, and fifteen demerits led to dismissal. 48 Most students were accustomed to this rigid regulation
of their behavior at home, and therefore few rebelled. Yet some
did. At almost every faculty meeting one or more recalcitrant
students appeared to defend some violation. The most common
infraction was the use of profanity of some form. The faculty
minutes are full of notations: “dismissed on account of licentious
talk.“ 49 Many infractions, of course, went undetected. Frederick
Lewton, later a prominent botanist in the United States Agriculture Department and curator of textiles at the Smithsonian
Institution, recalled how one night he slipped out of his room
in order to observe the constellation Leo which was visible only
after 1:00 a.m. He was bursting to share his observances with
someone but was prevented for fear of receiving demerits for
breaking the ten o’clock curfew. 50
From the beginning, the college’s most troublesome problem
was finding enough money to keep the educational endeavor
functioning properly. The college did manage to receive a steady
trickle of funds, most significantly from the Educational Board
of the Congregational Association totaling more than $74,000.
Under normal circumstances these funds would have been
sufficient, if only barely, to allow the college to break even. But
those involved in college-building in the late nineteenth century
soon learned that there was no such condition as normal. Each
day, month, and year brought a new crisis, many caused by forces
beyond a president’s control. Such was the case of Rollins. In
1887, and again in 1888, the state was ravaged by yellow fever
Smith, “Reasons For Not Continuing the Ministry,” ms., R. C. Archives.
47. “Faculty Minutes,” October 1887.
48. Ibid.
49. Specifically, for example, “Faculty Minutes,” March 1888, October 1890,
December 1890.
50. Lewton, “Reminiscences.”
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epidemics. The dreaded disease appeared in May 1887 in Key
West and Tampa. Although this epidemic never reached central
Florida, many viewed it as threatening and left the state in
large numbers. The following year a more serious outbreak
occurred in Jacksonville, embarkation port for Northerners
coming into Florida. Authorities reported over 5,000 cases and
400 deaths, causing city authorities to quarantine the town, halting all travel in and out of the city. Fearing the effects of the
quarantine on enrollment, the college sent out 10,000 brochures
claiming that “no locality was more healthful than Winter
Park,” but under the conditions that proclamation had a hollow
ring to it. In September, the college postponed its 1888 opening
date, and some trustees doubted that Rollins would ever open
its doors again. Nevertheless, the college continued operations,
albeit with reduced enrollment. Moreover, as the epidemic subsided, the college registration for 1889-1890 showed an encouraging increase, leading Hooker to project more registrations than
the college could accommodate in its two dormitories. Happily
the college had survived its first serious crisis. 51
The year 1890 was an even more promising one for the
college. It held its first commencement exercises on May 28 of
that year. Even though only two students were graduating, the
trustees, sensing its significance, made elaborate plans for the
occasion. The Congregational Church, colorfully decorated with
floral arrangements, now served the college for its first graduation exercises as it had served it for the college’s initial opening.
The ceremony included the reading of essays by two Rollins
students, a dissertation and a disquisition by the two graduates,
Clara Louise Guild and Ida May Missildine, music by the
Miglionico Orchestra of Jacksonville, and a commencement speech
by the governor of Florida, Francis P. Fleming. The ceremony
conferring the degrees was necessarily brief, but not without its
symbolism. As the two students received their bachelor of arts
51.

O’Neal Address, 1935, ms., R. C. Archives. For details on the epidemics,
see the Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, August and September, but
particularly the August 13, 1888 editorial; Orlando Orange County Reporter, September 2, 1888; Winter Park Lochmede, September 14, 21,
October 19, 1888; Blackman, History of Orange County, 182; “Faculty
Minutes,” November 12, 1888. A recent description of the epidemic is
Wesley Stout, “When Yellow Fever Hit Florida,” Orlando Sentinel
Florida Magazine, July 28, 1963.
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degrees, the real purposes of the college seemed fulfilled: liberal
education had become a permanent fixture on the early Florida
frontier. 52
52. Orlando Orange County Reporter, May 6, 1890; Rollins College commencement program, May 5, 1890, R. C. Archives.
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